PHYSICIANS   OF   THE   RENAISSANCE
The Sweating Sickness
Caius* principal contribution to medical literature is the
classical account of that remarkable disease, the English Sweat,
or Sweating Sickness, which ravaged the country in a series of
severe epidemics, one of which occurred in 1551 while Gaius was
practising at Shrewsbury.1 It is greatly to his credit that he
wrote A Boke of Conseill against the Disease commonly called the Sweat
or Sweating Sickness, 1552, because other physicians, finding no
mention of the disease by the Greek writers, had viewed it with
singular hopelessness.2 Gaius, although he also strove to explain
the illness as a corruption of the humours, wrote a direct and
popular book, which is the only good contemporary account of
the Sweat. He blamed the gross and unhygienic mode of life
of the time, and he gave sound advice, claiming no specific remedy
as his own, though mentioning China root, guaiacum, and even
theriac. The outbreak observed by Caius at Shrewsbury was the
fifth and last of a series of epidemics.
The Sweating Sickness originally broke out among the
soldiers of Henry VII, Earl of Richmond, - who, landing from
France at Milford Haven, secured a great victory at the Battle
of Bosworth on August 22, 1485, and was about to ascend the
throne of England, thus to inaugurate the prosperous Tudor
dynasty. The epidemic spread so rapidly that it was at its height
in London by the middle of September, and the coronation had
to be postponed. It is said that not one in a hundred escaped;
the death-rate was terrifying. Two Lord Mayors and six Alder-
men died within a week, for the disease spared none ; indeed it
appeared to be more severe among robust young men, and to
attack the higher classes more severely than the poor. Business
was at a standstill. Oxford University was closed. Thousands
died, many of them while walking in the streets. Within a few
weeks, however, the force of the epidemic was spent; it vanished
as quickly as it came. It swept through England, but did not
spread to Scotland or Ireland, nor to the Continent.
The disease began very suddenly with shivering and violent
fever, headache, lethargy, abdominal pain, and profuse perspira*
tion. It lasted only for twenty-four hours, but many died within
1 M. B. Shaw, " A Short History of the Sweating Sickness," Am. Med. Hitf., 1933,
vol. v.j p. 246
1 R. H. Major, Classic Descriptions of Disease, 1932, p. 149
169